to treat up to 30 victims of chemical warfare or a bioterrorist attack.
Perhaps a sign that many facilities have adopted a plan similar to Anderson's, Wyeth Pharmaceuticals announced in August that it has a limited supply of pralidoxime chloride and will supply the agent only to hospitals, health clinics, and frontline health care providers on an emergency basis.
Virginia Hospital Center-Arlington, Anderson said, has also increased its supplies of antimicrobials and other antiinfectives, including ciprofloxacin, a drug prescribed to many of the people who were potentially exposed last fall to Bacillus anthracis.
In the event of a public health emergency or a large-scale disaster in which a greater-than-expected amount of pharmaceuticals is needed, he said, the hospital plans to rely on its contracted wholesalers to supply more products.
If necessary, Anderson added, state and local emergency management agencies could help his pharmacy access the National Pharmaceutical Stockpile, a federal repository of antiinfectives, chemical antidotes, antitoxins, life-support medications, i.v. administration and airway maintenance supplies, surgical items, and other medical supplies.
Jay Barbaccia, pharmacy director for Washington Hospital Center in Washington, D.C., said that, when the September 11 disaster and anthrax exposures occurred locally last year, most D.C.-area hospitals were "left in the dark" about how to access the federal stockpile of drugs and supplies.
"At first, it was very difficult to get the government to give us any information" about the National Pharmaceutical Stockpile, he said. "But since last year, there has been a greater dialogue and I t used to be that treating incoming patients was the greatest concern for health care workers participating in emergency preparedness disaster drills at Virginia Hospital Center-Arlington, according to Pharmacy Director Dana H. Anderson.
But since the devastating September 11, 2001, disasters in which more than 3000 people perished and last fall's anthrax attacks that killed five people, the 334-bed Arlington hospital has modified its disaster preparations to focus on ensuring that inpatients and staff members are safe and that its facility is secure.
"Now, it is not just treating victims of a bus or plane crash that we have to worry about," Anderson said. "The factor of terrorism causes us to think differently about the patients who are walking up to our facility. We now look at things differently with our disaster drills than we ever have in the past."
When terrorists hijacked American Airlines Flight 77 and crashed it into the Pentagon, killing 189 people last year, over 40 injured Pentagon workers were transported to Virginia Hospital Center-Arlington for treatment, according to Anderson.
"It was a knee-jerk reaction for many of our staff to immediately start coming in to work that day," he said. "But now, we don't advise staff to come in immediately after a disaster. We don't want to bring our staff into what could be a hazardous situation. We don't want more victims."
Anderson said his hospital has developed a "lockdown" procedure to secure the facility from a terrorist attack and to ensure that a patient with a contagious, deadly disease, such as smallpox, does not infect other patients or staff members. "The factor of terrorism causes us to think differently about the patients who are walking up to our facility. We now look at things differently with our disaster drills than we ever have in the past."
-Dana H. Anderson
Part of the hospital's revised emergency preparedness plan, Anderson said, includes setting up a triage area outside where a health care professional can decide whether to let the patient enter the main facility.
The hospital has added more health care workers to its training program for responding to bioterrorism, Anderson said, noting that much of that training includes teaching staff the proper way to wear special protective biohazard suits.
"We want to make sure nothing happens to our staff when they are wearing the biohazard suits," Anderson said, noting that the suits are sometimes bulky and the facemask's breathing apparatus may affect a person's natural breathing pattern.
To be better prepared for the next emergency, Anderson said, the pharmacy department now maintains a special "disaster cart" with drug products and antidotes, such as pralidoxime chloride,
